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‘Gore is the world’: embodying environmental risk in An Inconvenient 
Truth  
 
 
 Abstract 
The challenge of constructing documentary films about environmental risk in order to 
‘change political understanding and promote action’ (Corner 2016) is well recognized. 
Cinematic attempts to shock the public into action through images of future 
environmental catastrophe have been criticized for their counterproductive effect. This 
article looks closely at the most high-profile and commercially successful 
environmental risk documentary of all time, An Inconvenient Truth (Dir. Davis 
Guggenheim, 2006). Often dismissed as little more than a recording of former Vice-
President Al Gore delivering a slide-show (Aaltonen 2014), closer inspection reveals a 
work that skilfully interweaves Gore’s slide presentation with a narrative strand of 
personal recollection that creates a reflexive ‘risk biography’ (Beck 1992). Adopting an 
interdisciplinary approach drawn from risk research, documentary scholarship and 
ideas of film performance, the article demonstrates how the film constructs Gore as a 
model of the risk-aware citizen exercising self-efficacy in the face of climate change. 
More subtly, the film employs a range of careful compositional and editing choices to 
shape and frame Gore’s performance. The climatic becomes climactic in large part 
through the ways in which Gore embodies risk through his performance, with his voice, 
movements, gestures, and other non-verbal cues combining with cinematic formal and 
narrative technique to convey the sense that he is, in effect, the vulnerable world 
incarnate.      
Keywords: documentary; performance; climate change; risk  
 
Introduction  
The challenge of constructing documentary films about environmental risk in order to 
‘change political understanding and promote action’ (Corner 2016) is well recognized. 
Cinematic attempts to shock the public into action through images of future environmental 
catastrophe have been criticized for their counterproductive effect. Lowe’s study of viewer 
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responses to the environmental disaster film The Day After Tomorrow (Dir. Roland 
Emmerich, 2004) found that people felt ‘overwhelmed,’ and that this reduced ‘their self-
efficacy to take action and lessen these events through personal action’ (2006). Employing an 
‘alarmist repertoire’ familiar in news coverage, government publications and environmental 
groups can have the effect of constructing the risk from climate change as ‘awesome, terrible, 
immense and beyond human control’ (Ereaut and Segnit 2006). Commenting on the pitfalls 
of this approach specifically in relation to documentary, Dargis states that films ‘that present 
problems without real-life, real-time, real-people solutions — an 800 number, an address, 
something — just add to the noise (pollution)’ (2007: E8). 
The idea that documentary films need to inspire self-efficacy on the part of the public 
is in keeping with models of citizenship theorized in risk scholarship. As Lupton and Tulloch 
note, ‘concern about risk has entered everyday life, and…individuals are expected to seek 
knowledge about risks and make decisions based on that knowledge’ (2003: 4). The question 
of how, and under what conditions individuals might fulfil this expectation is of course much 
debated (Bakir 2010, Zinn 2008), but it is a notion firmly at the heart of the most high-profile 
and commercially successful environmental risk documentary of all time, An Inconvenient 
Truth (Dir. Davis Guggenheim, 2006). While often dismissed as little more than a recording 
of former Vice-President Al Gore delivering a slide-show (Aaltonen 2014), closer inspection 
reveals a work that skilfully interweaves Gore’s slide presentation with a narrative strand of 
personal recollection that creates a reflexive ‘risk biography’ (Beck 1992). In so doing, the 
film constructs Gore as a model of the risk-aware citizen exercising self-efficacy in the face 
of climate change. More subtly, the film employs a range of careful compositional and 
editing choices to shape and frame Gore’s performance. Indicative of the increased 
prominence afforded ‘performance and performativity’ in feature documentary in recent 
years (Bruzzi 2006), An Inconvenient Truth makes the climatic climactic in large part through 
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the ways in which Gore embodies risk through his performance, with his voice, movements, 
gestures, and other non-verbal cues combining with cinematic formal and narrative technique 
to convey the sense that he is, in effect, the vulnerable world incarnate. Adopting an 
interdisciplinary approach drawn from risk research, documentary scholarship and ideas of 
film performance, this article demonstrates how An Inconvenient Truth works by deftly 
mobilising through cinematic means the notion that ‘people have become compelled to make 
themselves the centre of the conduct of life’ (Lupton and Tulloch 4), required to come to 
terms with risks that are both global and individualized. By placing an emphasis on self-
efficacy, the documentary largely avoids the jeremiads of the ‘alarmist repertoire,’ and draws 
on evocative occasions of thematically cognate risk from Gore’s past to forge a relatable 
narrative of individual agency, one which aligns with its stated objective of impelling the 
audience to ‘seize this issue’ and effect behavioural change. In so doing, it also offers an 
exemplary instance of documentary’s use of performance to dramatically animate major 
categories of risk, something that has become a key characteristic of prominent works over 
the past decade (Lyons 2019).   
 
 
Setting the scene 
An Inconvenient Truth opens with a bucolic scene of a riverbank shot in the hazy afternoon 
sunshine, replete with lush greens, and a gently flowing waterway. Thomas Newman’s slow-
tempo piano score - no more than a series of resonant single notes - mixes with the sound of 
birds, wind in the trees, and the water passing by, to complete the picture of rural tranquillity. 
Although unidentified in the film, the location is the Gore family farm in Carthage, 
Tennessee, and it is Gore’s voice that is heard over the top of the footage, approximating the 
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sort of ‘guided imagining’ typical of New Age stress-relief meditation CDs. In his 
characteristic Southern accent Gore intones:    
‘You look at that river, flowing gently by. 
You no tice the leaves rustling with the wind. 
You hear the birds. You hear the tree frogs. 
In the distance you hear a cow. 
You feel the grass. The mud gives a little bit on the riverbank. 
It’s quiet – it’s peaceful. 
And all of a sudden it’s a gearshift inside’ya. 
And it’s like takin’ a deep breath and goin’ 
…Haaaaaa…oh yeah, I forgot about this… 
It is a powerfully effective opening narration. In terms of structure, it subtly shifts vantage 
point as it progresses, with the second-person ‘you’ common to self-help guides seeming to 
morph into a ‘you’ that addresses Gore’s own visual recollection of himself on that very 
riverbank, although the decision to conceal the location as the Gore family farm keeps it 
poised indeterminately between guided imagining and autobiography. The result is a 
sequence that coaxes the viewer to see the world from Gore’s perspective, while seeming to 
still occupy his or her own, thus establishing in a few short sentences a rhetorical strategy 
fundamental to the documentary’s success. In addition, voicing an evocatively descriptive 
account of rural idyll instantly distances Gore from Washington’s ‘Beltway’ discourse and 
politicking, even as the use of the term ‘gearshift’ could be seen to exorcize the city’s 
Interstate 495 and foreshadow the film’s focus on CO2 emissions. Foregrounding an 
emphasis on feelings and sensuality, albeit rather at variance with Gore’s stated disdain for 
strategic emoting, also helps counter the then public perception of him as rather austere and 
aloof (Immelman 1999).  
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The opening monologue could also be seen to use to advantage the Northern 
perception that the Southern accent connotes a rural identity, but also what Edward Ayers 
argues is part of the American South’s positive self-projection, ‘eagerly defining itself against 
the North…as more earthy’ (1996). The term ‘earthy’ is a crucial one, here eschewed of its 
associations of bawdiness or a coarse sense of humour, yet closely allied to its two other 
meanings, that of ‘unpretentiousness,’ and of ‘having the characteristic properties of earth; 
resembling earth in a particular way’ (Ayers 1996). As the film unfolds it quickly becomes 
clear that ‘unpretentiousness’ is a key feature of Gore’s translation of the complex science of 
climatology into the demotic language of ‘regular folk.’ But this opening sequence serves 
first and foremost to establish Gore’s ‘earthiness,’ embodied in the material substance of the 
nature he evokes through recollected sensory perception. His monologue ends with that ‘deep 
breath’ and an audible bodily exhalation that is climacteric – an intake and expression of air 
that foregrounds his corporeality - his ‘down to earthness’, furnished with that idiom’s 
evocation of a planetary rootedness. 
The monologue concludes with a cut to black and a fade-in to a close up shot of an 
open Apple laptop, perched on a table against a darkened out-of-focus background. The 
laptop screen seems to perform an immediate reciprocal fade-in, to a picture of ‘Earthrise,’ 
the world famous photograph taken by William Anders on the Apollo 8 mission in 1968, and 
which has been widely understood as a major catalyst for environmental consciousness and 
activism (see Appendix 1). Robert Poole describes it as ‘a photographic manifesto for global 
justice, and the single most reproduced image in human history’ (2010). At this point Gore’s 
presence is signalled only by the back of a suit sleeve and part of a hand, slightly out of focus 
to the right of the laptop. A dissolve brings us a full-screen shot of ‘Earthrise,’ with Gore’s 
voice intoning that ‘this is the first picture of Earth from space that any of us ever saw.’ A cut 
on image commencing with the word ‘us’ initiates four quick shots of people in tiered seats, 
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with Gore’s continued detailing of the origins of ‘Earthrise’ leading us to grasp them as cross 
sections of his immediate audience (the last shot has at its left hand side an out of focus 
section of suit jacket, again take from behind). But a fifth shot transports us somewhere else, 
to an audience comprised entirely of young Asian men, and a snippet from another Gore 
delivery, stating ‘but we are filling up that thin shell of atmosphere with pollution,’ which 
carries over two other quick shots of the audience. It is only with the end of that sentence, 
and a cut that appears to transport us to yet another location, that we are given our first 
medium long shot of Gore, back to us, receiving a rapturous applause from a packed 
auditorium. Denying us an opportunity to see Gore’s face, the waist-high mobile camera 
shots of his grey-suited back mphasize what performance theorist Patrice Pavis terms the 
‘pragmatics’ and ‘techniques’ of ‘body work’ (2006, 65). Gore’s broad, creased trunk, his 
stature, and his slow, deliberate movements connote a sense of dignified bulk (see Appendix 
2). 
Commenting on this scene, the film’s producer Laurence Bender made the point that 
at time of release ‘most people wouldn’t have seen Al since the election...it would have been 
the elephant in the room’ (2006). This remark appears a subconsciously apt reference to 
Gore’s large grey gracefulness, all the more so given that mammal’s status as a keystone 
species and symbol of conservation biology. It is an impression reinforced in the six quick 
shots to follow, which all maintain a focus on Gore’s back, most taken from low angles to 
emphasize his stature: one shows a woman reaching up to put a hand on his shoulder; in 
another, the camera moves and tilts from Gore’s feet to the back of his head; a third simply 
shows a woman looking thoughtfully past the blurred contour of his upper arm. The sequence 
ends with the most dramatic of this succession of ‘back’ shots, as a mobile camera follows 
the silhouetted outline of Gore’s shoulders and head as he ascends a dark tunnel, with the 
camera close enough behind to ensure that he largely blocks out the bright light as he 
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advances upwards. It is tempting to name this shot ‘Gorerise’, since the unexpected and 
arresting image of an emerging, half-illuminated mass seems to deliberately evoke the one 
that began the sequence, and cements the initial phase of his planetary embodiment (see 
Appendix 3). Simultaneously, the depiction of Gore leading us towards a light at the end of a 
tunnel offers a more hackneyed symbol of hope and enlightenment, while also conjuring up 
the most familiar visual trope of the near-death experience. If this seems trite, then the film’s 
ensuing revelations of Gore’s personal encounter with life-threatening risks gives it greater 
substance. In addition, the fact that this particular configuration of the near-death experience 
has been attributed to the cerebral effects of higher levels of carbon dioxide makes it a 
particularly fitting end point to a sequence that ushers in a sustained analysis of hazardous 
atmospheric pollution. 
The film cuts back from the footage of the 2000 campaign trail to a present day shot 
of Gore opening his laptop in the back seat of a moving automobile, as we hear him state in 
voiceover that ‘I’ve been trying to tell this story for a long time, and I feel as if I’ve failed to 
get the message across.’ As Gore looks out the window a series of quick cuts to shots of 
melting icecaps, cracked dry river beds, oil refinery air emissions, and rampant forest fires 
are used to connote, as Guggenheim states, ‘Al… thinking about how bad things have gotten’ 
(2006). Yet coming as they do after Gore’s admission of failure, these shots carry the weight 
of consequence, with continuity editing helping impart a sense of causality. Clearly, the 
notion that Gore’s personal failure has given rise to the catastrophic environmental events 
depicted in the brief montage is facile, but editing choices in this sequence do serve to 
underscore the import of Gore’s mission, providing the documentary, in its opening minutes, 
with a valorous dramatic structure. But most crucially, the inference of connection between 
the shot of Gore and these unspecified scenes of ecological disaster is simply that; to refute 
the notion that an American citizen traveling in an automobile is detached from devastating 
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changes often occurring thousands of miles away in remote regions of the planet – in Beck’s 
oft-repeated phrase, ‘smog is democratic’ (1992: 36).   
The next few shots of the sequence comprise of excerpts of broadcast TV footage of 
Hurricane Katrina’s destruction of New Orleans, followed by Gore in a darkened room, 
working on his laptop while monitors behind him continue to play network coverage of the 
rescue efforts. Gore’s voiceover tells us that ‘there are good people, who are in politics, in 
both parties, who hold this at arms’ length, because if they acknowledge it and recognize it, 
then the moral imperative to make big changes is inescapable.’ Gore’s own body is by 
contrast placed visibly and vividly in the ‘eye of the storm,’ surrounded by dizzying images 
of catastrophe, and his arms are gainfully employed in the activity of inputting data on the 
hurricane into his updated slideshow (see Appendix 4). The sequence concludes with Gore 
returned to the automobile, this time gazing out to the right, past the viewer, now positioned 
on the outside looking in, as the reflection of passing buildings on the passenger window 
make his already hazy face appear even more opaque. The film’s title, An Inconvenient Truth, 
materializes towards the bottom right of the screen, while the reflected glare of a blazing sun 
dominates the upper middle portion. Signalling the end of the four-minute opening sequence 
of the film, this striking title image is rich in visual rhetoric; that the fierce glare of the sun 
threatens to obliterate Gore has additional resonance at the end of a passage that has done 
much to establish him as the personification of a vulnerable world. Moreover, conjoined with 
the visible source of solar radiation, the fact that he is behind glass cannot help but bring to 
mind the cause of global warming, namely the intensifying of the Greenhouse Effect. That 
the title appears at this moment makes it resemble an explanatory caption; Gore embodies an 
inconvenient truth, with a steely glare and physical stiffness that positively signify stoicism 
and obduracy in the face of cataclysmic risk. He, like the planet, may be worn down but 
remains dignified and resolute (see Appendix 5). 
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Constructing a risk narrative  
In order to achieve its stated objective, namely to explain the science of Global Warming, and 
make a compelling case for behavioural change, An Inconvenient Truth, like other advocacy 
and issue-based documentaries, adopts a carefully structured rhetorical form. Excluding the 
above pre-credit sequence, the film comprises of twenty segments. Ten of these segments are 
of the studio-set slideshow presentations by Gore, which follow the rhetorical structure of the 
argument constructed for the live presentation. It is, however, an abridged version of the 
presentation, which Guggenheim states is ‘at least half-hour, maybe even 45 minutes longer 
than it is in the movie’ (2006). Collectively, these segments account for around sixty of the 
film’s total running time of eighty-seven minutes. Although they can be clustered into five 
discrete but interlinking stages of an argument, from problem to ‘solution,’ the segments 
don’t conform to the act-based structure of ascending and descending action of the narrative 
feature film, and nor should they, given that documentary cinema has its own distinctive 
forms of narrative structure (Nichols, 2010). Nevertheless, many documentary filmmakers do 
strive to organize their material into compelling cinematic drama, especially those seeking to 
shape a persuasive argument around a particular issue or topic (Plantinga 1997). For the 
makers of An Inconvenient Truth, they had the unusual restriction of a pre-existing mode of 
exposition, in the form of Gore’s presentation, a situation that Guggenheim admits led him 
initially to try and ‘talk [Laurie David and Laurence Bender] out of making the movie. You 
have a guy on stage talking about charts and graphs . . . to actually make that into a movie 
was a huge leap’ (2006). In a phrase likely to resonate with college instructors everywhere, 
Guggenheim added, ‘how do you take a lecture, essentially, and make it interesting?’ (2006). 
One key strategy the film adopts is to interweave the ten studio segments with ten 
story vignettes; what Guggenheim describes as ‘little films…that sort of follow Al’s journey’ 
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(2006). This journey is a literal one, in that they chronicle Gore’s time spent in the air and on 
the road, travelling to deliver his talk, but is also more figurative in their focus on particular 
moments in life that have shaped Gore’s commitment to his environmental campaign. Yet the 
vignettes are by no means chronologically arranged, and are as follows: 
V1. Gore’s time at Harvard, and his introduction to the study of climate change by 
Professor Roger Ravell. 
V2. Gore’s struggles as Senator to get congress to act on climate change. The 
recalling of the moment in 1989 when Gore’s six-year-old son Albert was hit by a car, 
and the fear surrounding his hospitalization. 
V3. Gore reflecting on the psychological impact of losing the 2000 presidential 
election. 
V4. Gore driving to the farm at Carthage, recalling childhood memories crashing the 
family car, and of his father, Senator Albert Gore Snr., raising cattle. 
V5. Gore traveling by car and at airport to deliver presentation, reflecting on his 
frustration with lack of impetus for change. 
V6. Gore in car in China, talking with scientists about global warming, and snippets 
from the China presentation, focusing on the warmth of Gore’s public reception, 
rather than the content of the delivery. 
V7. Back to the history of the Gore farm, and the harvesting of tobacco. Recollections 
of Gore’s close childhood relationship with older sister Nancy, who died of lung 
cancer, and the ensuing decision by Gore’s father to cease growing tobacco.  
V8. Investigative reporting into alleged misrepresenting of climate change science by 
the then current and previous Republican administrations. 
V9. Gore travelling in the back of car, reflecting on having ‘given this slide show a 
thousand times,’ and setting out his motivation for continuing to do so. 
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V10. A return to the images of ‘earthrise,’ the ‘dark tunnel’ and the river at Carthage, 
and to the disembodied voiceover of the pre-credit sequence.  
Skilfully interwoven by editors Jay Cassidy and Dan Swietlik, these vignettes combine with 
the studio-set segments to craft a dramatic arc structure for the film. For example, Gore’s 
recounting of the story of the automobile accident involving his son, which comprises the 
second half of vignette two, arrives at around the twenty-five-minute mark, and is explicitly 
identified as a major turning point in his life. This is placed roughly where one might expect 
to find the end of the first large-scale part of a narrative feature film, signalled by a turning 
point which Kristin Thompson asserts ‘almost invariably relate[s] to the characters’ goals’ 
(1999: 12). Though applying in this instance to a real individual, the film frames the 
significance of this traumatic event in Gore’s life in a way that strips back its myriad family 
repercussions to reveal a clarity of individual purpose to rival the classical screenplay. By 
interlacing the slide-show and vignette segments of the film, it connects this very personal 
tale of vulnerability and risk, and its consequences on Gore’s motivations, to the 
precariousness of the world at large. Moreover, it does so in a way that adheres to a striking 
degree to the cluster of motifs of embodiment that the film has thus far established. In a black 
and white still image montage sequence that intercuts a newspaper report on the accident, 
together with stock shots of hospital corridors and ventilators, and a photograph of Gore with 
his son in recovery in a hospital bed, Gore slowly intones a voiceover commentary that 
recounts the events and their aftermath:  
April 3rd 1989. 
My son pulled loose from my hand and chased his friend across the street. 
He was six years old. 
The machine was breathing for him. 
We were possibly gonna lose him. 
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He finally took a breath. 
We stayed in the hospital for a month. 
It was almost as if you could look at that calendar and just go ‘whoosh’. 
and everything just flew off. Trivial. Insignificant. 
He was so brave. He was such a brave guy. 
Just turned my whole world upside down, and then shook it until everything fell out. 
My way of being in the world – it just changed everything for me. 
How should I spend my time on this earth?  
I really dug in…trying to learn about it much more deeply. 
There are a number of ways in which the fragile nature of Albert’s condition could 
conceivably be conveyed, but the emphasis on breathing, and being able to take a breath 
(reinforced by the ‘whoosh’ which Gore delivers with emphatic exhalation) aligns this 
moment of acute personal precariousness with the overarching risk narrative pertaining to 
planetary expiration. Serving as the catalyst to recalibrate Gore’s risk perception, and echoing 
the way that risk psychologists describe the impact of a traumatic event on risk habituation 
(Slovic 1987), the accident is described as having brought the ambitious, upwardly mobile 
politician back ‘down to earth’. The subtlety of the shift in Gore’s expressed perspective from 
‘my world’ to ‘the world,’ and the emphasis on ‘digging deeply’ serves to reinforce Gore’s 
planetary rootedness. Yet ‘digging deeply,’ uttered so soon after recalling the possibility of 
losing his son, cannot help but also offer up a sense of the grave as both adjective and noun. 
Producer Laurie David states that Gore had been ambivalent about including details 
of his son’s accident in the film, due to the fact that he ‘had been mocked in the past for using 
it in politics’ (2006). Its function here is much more than merely letting us see the human side 
of a politician, or even serving Guggenheim’s goal of having the audience ‘invest in’ Al 
Gore. Recourse to an everyday risk, such as a road accident, is a way of jolting the audience’s 
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own risk perception. Not only does it utilize the availability heuristic (Tversky and 
Kahneman 1973), but it does so with a risk that is imaginatively vivid and acute, and 
personal, embodied, and immediate in consequence. Murray, in a study of perceptions of risk 
in children’s journeys to school, points out that while ‘the focus of academic attention is 
often on…global risks such as environmental deterioration… everyday life, with everyday 
mobilities and everyday risk are more often the predominant concern of the majority of 
citizens in the West’ (2009: 471). She notes that ‘road accidents are therefore considered to 
be a daily concern even if they are not directly experienced’ (474). By framing global climate 
change through the cue of this response to everyday risk, the vignette proffers clear-sighted 
self-efficacy, with the automotive threat to a child the perfect emotional and thematic segue 
to the underlying point, namely that cars are part of the problem that puts future generations 
at risk. And that message is delivered without recourse to images of shock or sensation, but 
through the vulnerability resonant in Gore’s voice, close-miked for intimacy, with audible 
respiration expressing a fragile corporeality. 
 The film is not without its more explicitly visualized moments of environmental 
alarmism, at one point borrowing CGI footage from The Day After Tomorrow to travel 
majestically over Antarctic glaciers to help visualise the scale of the Larsen B ice shelf. In 
addition, Gore concludes the fifth slide-show segment of the film with a classic dramatic 
dangling cause, explaining how shutting off the heat pump in the North Atlantic Drift Gulf 
Stream towards the end of the last ice age had thrown Europe ‘back into an ice age for 
another nine hundred to a thousand years.’ Attributed to the breaking of an ice dam on the 
eastern border of the continental US, which caused water from the Great Lakes to surge into 
the Atlantic, Gore explains that this ‘took place in as little as ten years’ time.’ (This is the 
same Gulf Stream system, referred to simply as the ‘ocean conveyor belt,’ that is depicted 
grinding to a halt in The Day After Tomorrow, only with the process compressed into a matter 
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of days). Stating, with a faux-reassuring tone that ‘of course, that’s not going to happen again 
because the glaciers of North America are not there,’ and accompanied by a slow zoom onto 
an image of Greenland on his projection screen, Gore asks rhetorically ‘is there any other big 
chunk of ice near there,’ before adding ‘oh, yeah – we’ll come back to that one.’ Arriving 
approximately forty-five minutes into the film’s running time, the dangling cause at the end 
of the fifth slide-show segment serves as a suspenseful midpoint. Picked up again ten minutes 
later, after another story vignette, Gore expands on the topic of Greenland seasonal ice melt, 
stating that ‘because of what’s happening in Greenland right now, the maps of the world will 
need to be redrawn, if Greenland broke up and melted.’ Using the words as justification for 
precisely such a visualization, Gore continued, voiced over full screen images of map 
animations:  
This is what would happen to the sea level in Florida. 
This is what would happen to San Francisco bay. 
A lot of people live in these areas. 
The Netherlands, one of the low countries. 
Absolutely devastating. 
The area around Beijing that’s home to tens of millions of people.  Even worse, in the 
area around Shanghai there are forty million people. 
Worse still, Calcutta, and to the east, Bangladesh, the area covered includes sixty 
million people. 
Think of the impact of a couple of hundred thousand refugees when they’re displaced 
by an environmental event. 
And then imagine the impact of a hundred million or more. 
Here’s Manhattan. This is the World Trade Centre memorial site. And after the 
horrible events of 9/11 we said never again. 
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But this is what would happen to Manhattan.  
They can measure this precisely, just as the scientists could predict just as precisely 
how much water would breach the levees in New Orleans. 
The area where the World Trade Centre memorial is to be located would be under 
water. 
Is it possible that we should prepare for other threats besides terrorists?   
Maybe we should be concerned about other problems as well. 
Each of the locations to which Gore refers is depicted in aerial landscape outline, with an 
encroaching blue swell representing the extent of flooding. Guggenheim stated that ‘all these 
maps are exactly accurate…it took us months to do’ adding that the result was ‘very, very, 
very scary’ (2006). However, even if the geographic accuracy of the flood projections is 
beyond dispute, the tempo of the visualization makes for a very deceptive sense of the speed 
of the process, and enhances dramatically the disquieting effect. The flooding of San 
Francisco bay, for instance, takes a grand total of five seconds. By contrast, the flooding of 
lower Manhattan occurs over a relatively leisurely twenty seconds, albeit with a much more 
detailed aerial photograph offering visible landmarks, most emotively the site of the World 
Trade Centre memorial. If the heavy criticism of The Day After Tomorrow centred in large 
part on its outlandishly abbreviated timescale for global freezing, then a similar charge could 
be levelled at An Inconvenient Truth, with a seriously misleading sense of the speed of rising 
sea-levels reinforced by reference to Hurricane Katrina, an entirely different and immensely 
more rapid weather phenomenon. Given the agitating nature of the visual spectacle, this 
section of the film comes close to ‘climate porn,’ Ereaut and Segnit’s memorable term for 
improperly thrilling images of sensational environmental disaster [2006]. The emphatically 
emotive nature of the sequence is of course underscored by the reference to 9/11, and the 
threat of an aquatic besiegement serving as the portentous peroration. Seeing as reaching US 
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audiences is the film’s principle objective – one reinforced by the fact that at the time of 
theatrical release it remained the world’s largest emitter of carbon dioxide – the stress on the 
impact on the nation’s cities, and specific recourse to then recent traumatic events in New 
Orleans and New York, certainly makes good use of the availability heuristic, no matter how 
approximate these events might be in terms of the actual environmental phenomenon under 
discussion.     
Gore is in fact quite explicit in setting out the difficulty of conveying the urgency to 
act on slowly escalating risk in the subsequent studio sequence, using as illustrative example 
an animated frog shown alternatively jumping into and straight out of a pot of boiling water, 
or immersed complacently as a pot of cold water gradually reaches boiling point. Stating that 
‘it takes a sudden jolt sometimes before we become aware of a danger,’ Gore’s words usher 
in a segue to a vignette that is designed to communicate that point with recourse to content 
offering much greater empathetic substanc , namely the death of his sister Nancy from lung 
cancer. 
Arriving at sixty-six minutes into the film’s eighty-six-minute running time, Gore’s 
own personal ‘sudden jolt’ occurs approximately where one would expect to find the end of 
the third, penultimate major part of a dramatic feature film. And again, it is through the 
careful interweaving of the two segment strands that comprise its structure that film is able to 
deliver, at this juncture, a major turning point. The vignette begins with a cut that takes us 
back to Gore’s memory of his boyhood on the Carthage farm, rendered through Kodachrome 
home movie footage, as in voiceover he tells us that ‘I don’t remember a time when I was a 
kid, that summertime didn’t mean working with tobacco [pronounced ‘tobacca’]…I used to 
love it.’ After a brief excerpt of black and white stock footage of harvesting in tobacco fields, 
we cut to present day Gore standing in a disused storage barn, stating direct to camera that 
‘starting in 1964 with the Surgeon General’s report, the evidence was laid out on the 
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connection between smoking cigarettes and lung cancer,’ maintaining the same flat 
declarative tone to admit that ‘we kept growing tobacca,’ as the image cuts back to the 
tobacco field footage. Gore’s point, that even conclusive evidence of a widespread public 
health risk can fail to shake ingrained habits, is explicit, even if the point that this may be 
intrinsically linked to pecuniary reward is left unstated. A four second pause in dialogue 
ushers in another intimate passage of recollection, signalled by the return to softly spoken, 
close-miked voiceover:  
Nancy was almost ten years older than me, and there were only the two of us. 
She was my protector and my friend at the same time. 
She started smoking when she was a teenager, and never stopped. 
She died of lung cancer. 
That’s one of the ways you don’t want to die. 
The idea that we had been part of that economic pattern that produced the cigarettes, 
that produce the cancer, it was so painful on so many levels. 
My father, he had grown tobacca all his life – he stopped. Whatever explanation had 
seemed to make sense in the past didn’t cut it anymore. 
He stopped it. 
It’s just human nature to take time to connect the dots, I know that. 
As Gore’s recollection begins, we cut to a portion of a black and white photograph of a 
youthful Nancy, slowly zooming out to reveal her busy fastening a life vest around her 
younger brother, who looks to be around five or six years old, in other words, roughly the 
same age as Albert in the photograph taken at the time of his road traffic accident. 
Literalizing the notion of her as Gore’s protector, the image also captures Nancy at the 
moment of her own youthful promise - one would estimate at around the same point that 
Gore states she began smoking. The fact that she died in 1984, at the age of 46, is elided in 
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favour of this emphasis upon tender-aged vulnerability – both hers and Gore’s – and thus the 
palpable sense of childhood risk, even though Gore was elected to the U.S Senate (backed 
reputedly in part by tobacco firm contributions) the year she passed away.  
In Gore’s recounting, it is the tragedy of this personal loss that provides the requisite 
shift in risk perception, to overcome habituation, and, as with Albert Gore’s accident, the 
recourse to an everyday risk, that of lung cancer through cigarettes, that brings with it an 
easily comprehendible message of self-efficacy – quit tobacco – or befall a consequence that 
is acute and embodied, in the form of either a painful death, or a painful sense of grief. And 
implicit in this risk vignette is a return to the underlying narrative of imperilled respiration. 
That lung cancer manifests an increasingly fragile corporeality through the impairment of 
breathing, conveyed to us yet again through Gore’s own earthy timbre, is consistent with the 
concern with future planetary expiration. And even the fact that tobacco is the product of the 
malign exploitation of a natural resource that bequeaths exhaled pollutants accords with the 
film’s focus on the devastating atmospheric impact of fossil fuels. 
After employing this vignette to model powerfully the concept of self-efficacy in the 
face of everyday risk, the remainder of the documentary’s running time is devoted to 
directing that message outwards towards the studio audience, and, in turn, the remote 
audience in cinemas and homes. And, typically, Gore finds a way to perform that message. 
Stating that in the face of catastrophic climate change individuals are liable to ‘go from denial 
to despair – without pausing on the intermediate step,’ we see Gore enact this physically, 
placing himself in the balance, shifting his weight from left to right before coming to rest on 
an imaginary intermediate step. Warming to his theme of mobilized effort, he cites landmark 
moments such as the American and French revolutions; the end of slavery in the US; 
women’s suffrage; landing on moon; and the fall of the Berlin wall, as testament to human 
agency, detaching an eclectic mix of humanity’s ‘greatest hits’ from the complex social and 
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political contexts that shaped them. But there is a subtle transition to these historic moments 
of collective agency from a more individualized message regarding present environmental 
risk. Gore states that: 
each one of us is a cause of global warming, but each one of us can make choices to 
change that, with the things we buy, the electricity we use, the cars we drive, we can 
make choices to bring our individual carbon emissions to zero. The solutions are in 
our hands. 
While careful reflection on the use of electrical appliances or talk of transport efficiencies 
lacks the epochal drama of the fall of communism, the goal is clearly to shape a useable 
everyday message of self-efficacy, and again, one that seeks recourse to a metaphor of 
physicality – in our hands. Hands from which Gore’s son pulled loose on that fateful day; 
hands that lifted the cigarettes to his sister’s mouth. In the face of an issue that can seem 
remote and abstract, this emphasis on the haptic nature of risk – embodying what Slovic, in 
his work on the affective dimensions of risk perception terms the ‘feeling of risk’ – serves to 
make the issue personally and palpably graspable (2011). It is a rhetorical strategy that finds 
its apotheosis in Gore’s concluding remarks, exhorting the studio audience that it is ‘your 
time to seize this issue…to rise again to secure our future.’  
As that enjoinder to rise is made, the screen cuts from Gore in the studio to the image 
of Earthrise, slowly zooming in on the planet as Thomas Newman’s piano score increases in 
volume, offering up an apt visual metaphor for the documentary’s intention to come full-
circle. The shot commences an epilogue that serves to mirror the pre-credit sequence, with an 
abrupt cut to Gore’s laptop on a hotel desk confirming that we have indeed come ‘back-
stage.’ We see brief footage of Gore entering a building with notes tucked under his arm, and 
in voiceover he offers the commentary that ‘there’s nothing that unusual about what I’m 
doing with this.’ The self-reflexive narration continues as we cut back to ‘Gorerise’ – Gore’s 
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ascent of a dark tunnel, yet on this occasion it does not precede an entrance into the 
documentary studio, but rather affords a match cut to a monochrome still image of Gore, 
back to camera, in silhouette before a meteorological satellite picture of Hurricane Katrina 
(see Appendix 6). Positioned graphically in the ‘eye of the storm’, the calm stoicism of 
Gore’s body again makes his ‘stiffness’ a positive attribute; visually, he’s the only thing 
standing between us and the oncoming environmental disaster. Another cut sees us flying 
over an unidentified seascape replete with chunks of melting ice, then briefly looking out 
across a mountain range, before returning, at last, to the riverbank at Carthage, and the final 
voiceover, in which Gore states: 
Future generations may well have occasion to ask themselves: ‘what were our parents 
thinking? Why didn’t they wake up, when they had a chance?’ We have to hear that 
question, from them, now. 
As with the voiceover at the riverbank that opens the film, Gore offers us a form of ‘guided 
imagining,’ only this time looking forward, not back, harnessing the availability heuristic to 
vividly embody future environmental risk. If it is difficult to generate a compelling mental 
picture of globally averaged carbon dioxide concentration levels, it is much easier, and more 
evocative in promoting self-efficacy, to envision that same risk in the form of harm to ‘our’ 
children. And that emphasis on hearing risk - as sound, travelling through air – conjures up a 
communicative medium, unlike sight, that is only possible in an atmosphere such as the 
imperilled layer of gases surrounding the earth; one that works by means of a reverberating 
performance of movements in the body. To hear risk is thus, in a physiological sense, to 
embody risk, an auditory performance contingent upon sound waves vulnerable to 
atmospheric expiration. 
 
Conclusion  
Page 21 of 34
URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/rjrr
Journal of Risk Research
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
For Peer Review Only
 22
As Mette Hjort notes, ‘for the most part risk is overlooked in connection with the study of 
film,’ a fact that belies the myriad ways in which ‘filmmaking is informed by thinking about 
risk,’ as well as the medium’s role in promulgating ideas about risk in the wider culture 
(2011: 11-12). Feature documentaries representing environmental risks have been key to the 
‘renewed strength’ of social and political documentaries in the 21st century (Corner and 
Rosenthal 2005), and have made a noteworthy contribution to debates around anthropogenic 
climate change. An Inconvenient Truth’s status at the forefront of that trend can be attributed 
to the effective way that it mobilises Gore’s performance, modelling for the audience what it 
means to exercise self-efficacy in the face of catastrophic climate change. Largely avoiding 
the drawbacks of ‘climate porn,’ the documentary adopts a dual structure that enables it to 
weave an emotive ‘reflexive biography,’ forming the basis for an individualized risk narrative 
that models embodiment and coaxes the audience to ‘feel’ the risk. Through this process 
Gore makes himself, and us, part of the problem, but also part of the solution, creating a 
space for individual agency on the part of an informed public. If Gore is the world, then so 
are we, performing risk through every breath we take. 
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